The Growth of Sudan Communications
Within eighteen months of the date on which railhead
reached Khartoum the initial steps were taken for the
examination and selection of a suitable route.
For many centuries the trade of the Sudan had found
its way to the coast by the caravan road from Berber to
Suakin : but the engineers who attempted the survey of
the line in 1885 found, though they only explored the
fringe of the hills, that the old camel road would be a
difficult and unsatisfactory route for a railway owing to
the steep gradients and numerous deep rock cuttings
which would be necessary. A railway with heavy gradients
is expensive to work and is a severe handicap to trade,
and so the preliminary surveys were directed towards
finding an easier and better-graded route than that followed
by the old caravan road.
The main watershed of the hills which border the Red
Sea from the Gulf of Suez to the Abyssinian plateau lies
at a distance of some forty miles or less from the coast.
On the eastern side the hills fall abruptly to the maritime
plain, on the western side the land slopes away gradually
to the open desert which extends to the Nile.    It was
therefore  almost certain that  any route lying directly
athwart the axis of the main range would involve very
steep gradients between the watershed and the maritime
plain.    The aim of the surveyors was therefore to find,
on the seaward side of the watershed, a route which ran
parallel to, and not across,  the direction of the main
range.    Such a route—the Sinkat Valley—was found, and
the detailed survey showed that a railway could be built
through the hill country with gradients no steeper than
1 in 100, and without involving tunnelling or other heavy
engineering work.
As soon as these all-important facts were established
the work of making a base at Suakin was begun.    The
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